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Abstract. Entering the first half of the 21st century, environmental issue is a part of a 

perspective and a new approach in Indonesia's historiography. In the context of 

environmental issues, this historical study discusses the formation of the Semarang 

environment which processes into a modern city. Beginning in the 19th century, it began 

to show its shape as an urban area which was marked by the increasingly active city 

government, in this case gemeente carried out city infrastructure development. This paper 

aims to understand the reality of the past on urban society and its environment which is 

part of the urban process itself. As an area which has been constructed from the beginning 

to become urban under the authority of the local authorities, in its development it turned 

out that it had been co-opted by the colonial state through changes in the system of 

government. The conclusion of this paper is become a modern city, gemeente Semarang 

has succeeded in making organizational changes and government administration as well 

as presenting a variety of modern infrastructures, but at the same time when faced with 

matters of upholding law and order in a modern urban environment, gemeente shows its 

inability. When the physical environment of the city has changed, it turns out that anomie 

or social disorganization was found in the modern city space of Semarang.    
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1. Introduction 

 Two and a half decades ago, precisely in 1995, a Thai city planning adviser Douglas 

Webster assumed that the urban environment was a major problem for cities in Southeast Asia 

[1]. One of the problems faced by cities that have rapid growth is the occurrence of 

environmental changes. In many urban studies it is stated that environmental change affects 

humans and places, and environmental change is caused by human intervention [2]–[5]. Land 

use is caused by changes in the function of urban land, increasingly modern transportation, 

and urbanization represents change in the environment that is accelerated by urban population 

that is constantly increasing [6]–[12]. 

 Changes in the urban environment caused by land use that result in changes in physical 

environment as mentioned above, also experienced by cities changed by the environment in 

Indonesia . One of the cities in Indonesia that improves similar conditions, namely Semarang. 

Until the 18th century, as a city that had the character of the city the northern coast of Java had 

been formed by several Asian merchant communities who settled in the urban villages as 

separately. The urban environment in that century is a space of social and cultural 

heterogeneity, in which various languages are spoken and various habits are practiced [13] 

Social heterogeneity becomes congested in the economic space of the city [14], [15], which is 

called the market, and this is the place that characterizes the city's economy [16]. In addition, 
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city defenses landscape that were marked by existence of a fortress equipped with military 

armories and warehouses of ttade commodities  belonging to Europeans. As in Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Semarang in 1800 

 

(Information:1)Ndalem; 2)Mosque; 3)Alun-alun (The square); 4)Markets; 5)Pedamaran 

Kampong; 6)Pecinan Kampong; 7 Moor Kampong; 8)Kampung Melayu; 9) Bugis Kampong; 

10)Bandar (tol huise); 11) Military school; 12) Artillery Complex; 13) Church; 14) 

Government Pakhuizen; 15) Military Barracks and Stables; 16) Semarang River. Plan adapted 

from Plane of Platte Grond van Samarang Met Dies Environs of Een Afstand. 

(Source:http:/www.gahetna.nl/en/collectie/afbeeldingen/KaarteCollectie/zoeken/weergave/det

ail/start/3/tstart/0/q/zoekterm/kaart%20semarang. Accessed 27-03-2015) 

 

 Until the end of the 18th century, the structure of the growth environment of the city of 

Semarang had formed a vertical structure or orthogonality defense [17]. This growth has 

shifted since the beginning of the 19th century, when Daendels issued a post highway policy 

(The Grote Postweg), a modern road that connects large cities on the north coast of Java [18]. 

The Megaproyek Jalan Pos from western Java to the eastern end of Java passing through 

Semarang has brought great changes to this city with all the consequences that accompany it. 

The opening of The Grote Postweg influenced the urban environment, both at the economic 



 

 

 

 

and political level in a country that offered colonialism called the Dutch East Indies 

government. In some historiographic reviews, the construction of highways presents a 

narrative of the socio-economic influence of the population and the regions it passes through. 

Meanwhile, the environmental changes that have taken place from the area through which the 

project is still excluded from historical narratives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Map of Semarang in 1909 

 

(Information: The pink color in the map above shows the development of settlements, while 

the green color as a sign of green land decreases.  



 

 

 

 

                                Groote Postweg or Daendels Street 

(Source:http:/www.gahetna.nl/en/collectie/afbeeldingen/KaarteCollectie/zoeken/weergave/det

ail/start/3/tstart/0/q/zoekterm/kaart%20semarang. Accessed 27-03-2015). 

 

 In the context of environmental change, developments that have subsequently taken place 

have proven to have been exploiting land use, which originally turned into vertical [19]. The 

modernization of road infrastructure by Daendels has transformed the inland axis - the port 

(south – north) which relies on the role of water played by the Semarang River for almost 

three centuries (1500 - 1800 years) shifting into the west - east axis (see Figure 2). The path of 

growth that changed the transition from the interior to the coastal city of Semarang, which was 

renewed by development in residential areas, was enlarged by the settlements of the villages 

of Bumiputra. Borrowing the terminology used by Krausse to refer to urban villages as urban 

villages  [20]. The initial form of growth Semarang's urban environment, if borrowed from 

Ford's way of thinking, reflects some aspects of urban ideology in the Netherlands [21], as 

well as other urban formation processes in Indonesia [22]–[25]. 

 The growth of environmental growth has become one of the elements of the city that 

contributes to changes in the physical environment, both changes in land use, transportation 

use, and the development of anomic conditions in the social life of city residents. Based on the 

framework given in the section above, it cannot be denied that changes in the urban 

environment are a problem faced by cities in Indonesia, including in urban areas such as 

Semarang. The factual diversity in the past reality makes the element of urbanization, 

transportation, urban anomie an interesting and crucial thing to study in the context of 

environmental issues that are always actual in the 21st century. 

 

 

3. Result and Discussion 

3.1 City of Javanese Tradition, Building an Urban Environment 

 

 Around the 6th century, an area on the north coast of Java which became embryonally then 

an alluvial land area as the beginning of the process of forming the urban environment of 

Semarang. The city was born from mud deposits which evolutively formed land, and then 

shifted the coastline to the sea [26]. Semarang is the only city on the north coast with the 

narrowest flat land, namely the distance between the sea and hills around three to four 

kilometers [27]. As a historical unit, Semarang grew into a traditional Javanese government 

that took place almost simultaneously with the Demak Sultanate (central Java) period around 

the 16th century. In the mid-16th century, the Demak government was disarmed and moved to 

Pajang [28], [29]. The evidence found led to the assumption that the third generation of 

Demak rulers named Made Pandan, who in the history of Semarang was considered the son of 

Pati Unus, traveled westward, and arrived in Semarang and then built a mosque. In the 

Javanese tradition, mosques are a space for religious life to reduce daily wrinkles and give 

meaning to time socially [30]. Made Pandan’s son, namely Pandan Arang built a traditional 

Javanese urban area and as a symbol of power a district was established which was located in 

Bubakan [28], [31]. Before settling in Kanjengan (Ndalem), the district experienced 

displacement several times, including Gabahan and Sekayu, which eventually settled around 

Kanjengan, a central area of the Bumiputra government which had a square and religious 

symbols (see Figure 1).  

  



 

 

 

 

 In the turn of the century, the process of Semarang's population was dominated by the 

involvement of external factors, especially the presence of Chinese traders, Malays, Arabs, 

Koja [32]. This condition was accelerated by the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) 

decision when moving fortresses from Jepara to Semarang in the late 17th century as a center 

of control over rice production from the interior of Java. Semarang was an option, because the 

port of Jepara at the same time could not be used to dock for large VOC vessels. Ecological 

facts prove that the port of Jepara experienced siltation in the late 17th century [32]–[35].  

 The changes in Semarang's environment in the 18th century showed increasingly diverse 

settlements, especially around the Semarang River. There are urban villages that are 

synonymous with ethnic and tribal communities (see Figure 1), including Pedamaran 

Kampong, China Kampong, Moor Kampong, Kampung Melayu  [36], Bugis Kampong [37], 

and ethnic Arabs [38] who lived partially in Kampung Melayu and others lived in Moor 

Kampong. In addition there are residential settlements Bumiputra also dominate urban villages 

in several other angles [35], [39]. The increasing population of cities that inhabit the village 

area, green land in the urban environment has diminished. Not limited to being used as a 

residential area, but also a variety of physical completeness of the city requires more extensive 

land. This resulted in Semarang's urban environment throughout the 18th century shows the 

dominance of land for planting rice called rice fields, dry land for perennials, and land in the 

form of forests began to decrease, then what happened later in the early 20th century green 

land began to decrease (see Figure 2). Unfortunately, no detailed data was found to reveal 

quantitative data to explain the decreasing environment of urban land in that century. 

 

3.2 Towards a Modern City 

 

 Entering the beginning of the 20th century, Semarang as a city experienced rapid growth, 

both a physical environment, an increase in the population of the city, and modern urban 

infrastructure [40], as contained in the following news 

“Iboe negeri Semarang pada masa ini makin bertambah sadja eloknja, sedang roemah2nja 

dibaharoei, malahan agaknja tiada berhentinja orang membangoenkan roemah2 gedong di 

pinggir djalan dalam kota. Slokan2 poen kebanjakan soedah diberi tamping batoe dan 

deras alir airnja, hingga menambahi kenjamanan badan dan kesenangan jang melihatnja. 

Kalau tiada salah, kota Semarang tiada boleh dibilang kedaton penjakit lagi seperti 

dahoeloe. Di kampung2 kota sudah banyak orang tinggal, ketjuali di bukit2 masih sedikit 

orangnja. Tetapi jang mendjadikan tjela pada iboe negeri ini, perkara tambangan dokar 

dan kereta terlaloe sedikit kalo ditimbang dengan besarnja negeri Semarang [41]. 

"The city of Semarang at this time grew elegantly, while the houses were renewed, in fact 

there was no doubt that people built buildings on the side of the road in the city. You can 

also find the ingredients given the batter and the heavy flow of water, adding to the 

comfort of the body and the pleasure that sees it. If there is nothing wrong, the city of 

Semarang can not be said to be a sickman again like the past. In the townships, people live, 

because there are still few people on the hills. But the one who made the case for the 

nation's mother, the case of the mining of buggies and trains was too little if it was weighed 

by the size of the land of Semarang”  

 

 The above quote provides an overview of Semarang's environment at the beginning of the 

20th century, which was marked by increasingly active homes and building construction along 

roads, sewer repair, government attention to health aspects, and transportation infrastructure. 

In addition, in the above quote implicitly also conveyed the message that the beginning of 



 

 

 

 

1908 Semarang had become a dense residential area, while the hilly area located in the south 

of the city (Candi Baru area) had a still low population level. Some elements of urban 

modernization such as news content in Selompret Melajoe, not only show the existence of a 

process of becoming modern, more important than that is the increasing interaction between 

residents and urban environments [42], [43]. A colonial city environment idealized by Karsten 

as Indonesia's urban planning designer [44].  

 Entering the beginning of the 20th century, Semarang as a city experienced rapid growth, 

both a physical environment, an increase in the population of cities and modern urban 

infrastructure [40], as experienced by other cities in Indonesia, such as Jakarta and Surabaya 

[21], [22]. According to Ford, Jakarta, Semarang and Surabaya were constructed by colonial 

city planning designers imitating Dutch port cities equipped with walls, canals and churches 

[21]. The high migration of people from rural areas to the city has the biggest contribution to 

the growth of Semarang City [7]. The urban environment in the early 20th century influenced 

the growth of the Pasar Malam in Semarang [45]–[49]. Pasar Malam life has become a 

separate record for the city council to discuss it at gemeenteraad. Even the presence of the 

night market according to Economy news resulted in the lives of residents becoming involved 

in gambling, prostitution and crime [58]. Semarang as a modern colonial city is a change that 

cannot be avoided. There is a variety with sustainable development and discontinuities, 

between the progress and unpreparedness of socio-cultural communities that are excluded. 

   

 

4. Conclusion 
  

 Through the process of environmental change, Semarang as an urban area with complete 

physical city continues to be built in the context of a colonial city through the status of 

gemeente (municipality). As a second historical reality, Semarang on the one hand "physically 

has become a symbol of urban colonialism", but on the other side the city of Semarang "is 

unable to let go of its past which has a rural element". Physically, the city authorities easily 

carried out the construction of a modern colonial city infrastructure. The existence of 

Semarang shows the colonial city in the midst of various changes that occurred. Through its 

geographical position as a trading city and port city, it is also a city for comfortable living and 

being right for a vacation for upper class residents. As a modern colonial city inherited, 

Semarang continues to improve in the midst of a constantly changing Indonesia. In the 

historical perspective that Semarang experienced from all processes, the power of Semarang 

as an urban area holds great potential to drive Indonesia's economic growth in the industrial 

and tourism sectors. 
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